18o     THE MEMOIRS OF COUNT WITTE
He told me himself, with candour, that he had surrendered
, the portfolio of Minister of the Interior, for the reason
that the Dowager Empress protested to her son against
Durnovo reading her private correspondence. Such being
the attitude of the Empress, he explained, he could not
remain in office.
About the same time I also had a talk with the celebrated
Procurator of the Holy Synod, Pobiedonostzev, He was
deeply grieved by Alexander's death. As for Nicholas, he
spoke of him in vague terms, although he was one of his
preceptors. What he feared most was that, owing to his
youth and lack of experience, the Emperor might fall a
prey to evil influences.
At my first audience, Emperor Nicholas treated me very
cordially. I had enjoyed his favour ever since my participa-
tion in the Siberian Railway Committee, over which young
Prince Nicholas had presided. The subject we discussed
during that first official conference was the construction of
a naval base for our Northern Fleet. That was one of the
tasks bequeathed to the young Emperor by his deceased
father. Largely owing to my influence, Alexander III had
chosen the Yekaterina Harbour on the Murman Coast for
that purpose, in preference to Libau. His Majesty de-
clared to me that he was going to carry out his late father's
will and would immediately decree the construction of the
Murman base.
Two or three months passed, and suddenly I found in
the Governmental Messenger an Imperial decree order-
ing the construction of the naval base at Libau, to be called
Port of Emperor Alexander III, in consideration of the
fact that this Was the late Emperor's wish. I was taken
completely by surprise, for several months before his death
Alexander III expressly stated Hs preference for the Mur-
man base.
Shortly afterwards I learned that immediately upon the